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Question #3

The North Vietnamese Easter Offensive which occurred during the spring of 1972 was seen as a referendum of Vietnamization. Document #19 (Hall) presents the official U.S. Army history of this action. How did the South Vietnamese do? How did the author account for their victory? Was the American role an important one? What were the factors which led to this assault? What were the results of the success of the South Vietnamese?
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The Nixon administration used the Nguyen Hue ‘Easter’ Offensive of 1972 as proof ARVN forces could effectively fight against communist aggression. The South Vietnamese, with U.S. aid, were able to defend against a three-pronged invasion by the PAVN. General Ngo Quang Truong attributes the PAVN defeat to heavy losses in massed infantry assaults. The United States’ air support and bombing of PAVN infantry was crucial to the success of the ARVN. North Vietnam began the Easter Offensive after Nixon negotiated with China and the Soviet Union. Ultimately, South Vietnam’s success led to negotiations in Paris between the United States, South Vietnam, and North Vietnam.


The PAVN crossed the demarcation line into South Vietnam on March 31, 1972 and gained control of the Quan Tri province by May 1st (Vietnam: A Television History Tape #10). The PAVN strategy was to use a mult-front strategy that spread their resources thin. The attack drove the poorly led ARVN forces to retreat. The Easter Offensive could have been a crucial victory for North Vietnam if ARVN forces had not regrouped and fought back. With U.S. air support, ARVN forces were able to counter-attack and reclaim lost ground and ultimately Quan Tri on September 15th (DeGroot p228). ARVN forces accomplished this without U.S. ground troops. South Vietnamese troops managed to impress the United States’ leaders and convinced them Vietnamization was the solution to the war. 


General Ngo Quang Truong, author of ‘The Easter Offensive of 1972’, was commander of ARVN troops in the north. He attributes the South Vietnam victory to the heavy losses of the PAVN massed infantry (Hall p105). The PAVN had attacked with conventional tactics and forces, which left them exposed to U.S. B-52s’ tactical bombing. In addition to air support for ARVN ground units, Nixon authorized Operation Linebacker to bomb Hanoi and Haiphong. This was when the U.S. air superiority was at its best in Vietnam.


American air power was crucial to the South Vietnam victory during the Easter Offensive. The U.S. Navy mined Haiphong harbor and instituted a naval blockade in North Vietnam. ARVN ground units would have lost without the air superiority and supply-line disruption provided by U.S. forces. Fifty percent of PAVN tanks were destroyed from sorties flown mostly by U.S. pilots (DeGroot p229). 


The Easter Offensive began with North Vietnam fearing pressure from China and Russia after each country’s talks with the United States. Additionally, North Vietnam wanted to defeat U.S. forces while they were still in Vietnam in hopes of U.S. concessions in the Paris talks (DeGroot p227). The Chinese pressured Hanoi to accept a compromise with the U.S. and South Vietnam after Henry Kissinger visited China in July 1971 (DeGroot p226). Although the Soviet Union never pressured Hanoi as China did, the U.S. and Russia signed a strategic arms control agreement (Vietnam: A Television History Tape #10). China and Russia were not the strongest of allies and China was the traditional enemy of Vietnam. Pham Van Dong feared the U.S. would negotiate a deal to pressure Hanoi into a stalement. This was important because North Vietnam had relied on wearing down the U.S. to achieve its goal of a unified Vietnam. American troops were already withdrawing from Southeast Asia. If the PAVN were able to achieve a strong military victory against the United States, then North Vietnam would have a better position for negotiating an end to the war.


The success of South Vietnamese forces during the Easter Offensive left the PAVN weakened. This gave more leverage to Nixon and Kissinger when dealing with the North Vietnamese during the Paris negotiations. Le Duc Tho accepted a cease-fire agreement contingent on a United States withdrawal from the war (DeGroot p230). This would have left two governments in South Vietnam: the People’s Revolutionary Government (NLF) and the established government run by Nguyen Van Thieu. The United States was convinced the ARVN could defend itself without U.S. troops and advisors. The U.S. continued its troop withdrawals from Vietnam and briefly increased its military aid.

By most standards the South Vietnamese victory during the Easter Offensive was marginal. They were poorly led in the beginning, but rallied to victory with U.S. air support. The PAVN decision to use massed troops and tanks in a conventional manner allowed U.S. planes to easily destroy them. South Vietnam would have lost a substantial amount of ground without direct U.S. support. The North Vietnamese Easter Offensive came from a fear of the U.S. negotiating with China and Russia. North Vietnam wanted to wear down the U.S. in the war and keep the upper hand during negotiations. The South Vietnamese unintentionally succeeded in convincing the U.S. the ARVN could defend against Communist aggression. By defeating the North Vietnamese in the Easter Offensive, South Vietnam expedited the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam.
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